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COMMENTARIES
Responses to Ageeth Sluis and Elise Edwards, 'Rethinking
combined departments: an argument for History and
Anthropology', published in Learning and Teaching 6.1

The choice of interdisciplinarities
Stephen M. Lyon, Durham University, U.K.

As the editor of a journal committed to the intersection of history and an

thropology called, imaginatively enough, History and Anthropology, I am

very sympathetic to what Sluis and Edwards argue. Meaningful contribu
tions from historians and anthropologists should not be restricted to gradu

ate school or postdoctoral research. They make a compelling case for the

productive overlap of theoretical and epistemological concerns between
the disciplines also in undergraduate programmes. In my journal we seek
historically informed anthropology and anthropologically informed history.
The challenges to meaningful interdisciplinarity are not trivial, however, and

Sluis and Edwards are right to question the extent of cooperation and disci
plinary cross-fertilisation that takes place in many joint degree programmes
in Europe and the U.S. I think they may be slightly harsh in their assessment

of Queen's University Belfast, though I do understand the point about the

programme appearing to be a joining of two distinct programmes that do
not benefit from the type of seminar-based integrative class described by

Sluis and Edwards. Such a seminar-based module sounds very useful, if
somewhat demanding of academic staff energies. Having taught a first-year
interdisciplinary module drawing together physical and social anthropology
from 2002 until 2013,1 am well aware of the excitement and stimulation that
such interdisciplinarity affords students, but it can be challenging to balance

and present inherently contradictory assumptions embedded within the sub
disciplines of anthropology, as in our department at Durham.
Some time ago, a colleague who had recently arrived from a department

that taught only social anthropology and contained only social anthropolo
gists on the staff, confronted me in the corridor and demanded to know why

non-human primates were being included as part of a module on kinship.
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Monkeys and apes, she said rather forcefully, have no kinship. I understand
her argument and admit to cringing every time my primatology colleagues

talk about non-human primate kinship, but at the same time, I recognise
that non-human primates have some forms of social relatedness that might
help us to understand better what we mean by human kinship. I think the
integration of sub-disciplines is fruitful and enriching for our undergraduate

students. Despite the occasional discomfort on all sides it is probably worth
persevering to reap the benefits of interdisciplinarity.

Sluis and Edwards actually go further than this though. They are not
arguing for greater cross-fertilisation of theoretical and epistemological con
tent within a broad and disparate discipline like anthropology. They argue
that there should be considerably more effort put into ensuring that history

and anthropology, as distinct disciplines, be taught together in meaning
ful ways. The model they present in this article does seem to be uniquely
cooperative between the disciplines and they may well be right that there
is no other programme in the world that strives to bridge these academic

topics so ambitiously. There are many anthropology programmes which
contain a great deal of history, but Sluis and Edwards seem to be arguing
for something more demanding both of teaching staff and students. Part

of the success of the model at Butler University seems to depend on the
team-teaching approach where students must contend with different theo
retical and methodological assumptions and approaches not over the course
of their undergraduate programme, but actually within the same seminars.
This clearly has important implications not only for staff composition but
also course design. Although this is an exciting opportunity for students, it
potentially entails some significant compromises for teachers and it is not
clear to me that this is something that could be adopted by all departments
or teaching staff. Staff may have to accept that some canonical truths are
presented in ways that undermine their importance within the discipline.
I know from numerous exchanges with lawyers, for example, that what I
teach in a legal anthropology class includes aspects of social control which
some of them explicitly exclude from considerations of law. That Sluis and
Edwards have apparently done this successfully with undergraduates is im
pressive and speaks to the effective communication strategies that must be
present among teaching staff.

I wonder how many other disciplines might be listed by anthropologists
around the world. In my department, at Durham University, I think biology,
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psychology, zoology and archaeology (the latter is treated as a distinct dis
cipline in the British academic tradition) might be listed by a number of my

colleagues as the 'natural' partners for sociocultural anthropology. Others
might suggest geography, computer science, religious studies, philosophy or
perhaps engineering. I am not sure whether I think the case for history is
more compelling than a number of these other cases although clearly what
has happened at Butler University seems very exciting and successful. The
broader point seems to be whether anthropology always benefits from such
interdisciplinary teaching and whether this should be the usual pattern of
practice in anthropology departments. It is inherently good to expose our
students to a wide range of perspectives and to let them think about other
ways of understanding the phenomena we try to teach them. I wonder, how
ever, whether it is not equally important to initiate them into specifically
anthropological ways of thinking about problems.

Multidisciplinarity as a necessity and challenge: the
Department of General Anthropology, Faculty of Humanities,

Charles University in Prague (FHS UK)
Yasar Abu Ghosh, Pavel Himl, Tereza Stöckelova and Lucie Storchovâ
Founded in 2001, the Department of General Anthropology at Charles Uni
versity in Prague presents a rare attempt in Central and Eastern Europe to
integrate sociocultural anthropology, historical anthropology, evolutionary

psychology and anthropological philosophy into a single multidisciplinary
study programme.

Such an inclusive approach has been based on a particular notion of mul
tidisciplinarity that relates to the institutional specificities of the Faculty of

Humanities. As the youngest of Charles University's seventeen faculties (col
leges), our faculty was, as the institutional narrative goes, compelled upon
its foundation to distinguish itself from other colleges in the way it developed

disciplinary curricula in the humanities and social sciences. 'Philosophers'
(Faculty of Arts) have supposedly precluded any history or philosophy study
programme or department from being accredited at the University level. The

same is said of the 'social scientists' (Faculty of Social Sciences) who la
mented the possible fragmentation of social science disciplines within the
University if traditional social science disciplines, such as sociology, get ac
credited at the newly established faculty. Multidisciplinarity was thus a strat
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